Polysialic acids.
1. Polysialic acids are linear homopolymers of N-acetylneuraminic acid (Neu5Ac), N-glycolylneuraminic acid (Neu5Gc) and deaminated neuraminic acid (KDN) residues joined by alpha 2,8, alpha 2-9 or alpha 2,8/alpha 2,9 ketosidic linkages. 2. They occur in glycoproteins of embryonic neural membranes (playing a role of neural cell adhesion molecules), in non-neural tissues (postnatal kidney), tumours, (neuroectodermal tumours), fish eggs and in the capsule of certain bacteria such as Neisseria meningitidis group B. 3. These polymers are synthesized through reactions which involve (a) the synthesis of sialic acid; (b) its activation to a cytidine monophosphate sugar nucleotide and (c) the polymerization of the different residues by a polysialyl-transferase complex. 4. Polysialic acids are involved in organogenesis and in cell growth. In several tissues they act as oncodevelopmental antigens, and in bacteria are also virulent determinants.